The baroque church of Santa María Tonantzintla is located in the Valley of Cholula in the Central Mexican Plateau and it was built during 16th-19th century. Its interior decoration shows an interesting symbolic fusion of Christian elements with Mesoamerican religious aspects of Nahua origin. Scholars of Mexican colonial art interpreted the Catholic iconography of Santa María Tonantzintla church as the Assumption of the Virgin Mary up to the celestial kingdom and her coronation by the holy Trinity. One of those scholars, Francisco de la Maza, proposed the idea that apart from that, the ornaments of the church evoke Tlalocan, paradise of the ancient deity of rain known as Tlaloc. Following this interpretation this study explores the relation between the Virgin Mary and the ancient Nahua deity of Earth and fertility called Tonatzin in order to show the profound syncretic bonds which exist between Christian and Mesoamerican traditions.
In this myth we can witness the divine origin of corn and its appearance before humans in four colors, as well as the divine origin of its culinary preparation, because before the gods gave it to the humans they ground it in their mouths. The grinding and the cooking, the metate and the comal, are two indispensable steps in its preparation as food. The story also tells us about the ritual bond humans will maintain with the gods of rain, the tlaloques, as food suppliers, as well as the oracular function the corn seeds have in predictive and therapeutic rituals.
The Virgin on the bed of fruits
Some years ago, in a visit to the church of Tonantzintla during the Feast of Assumption, I was able to see the Virgin lying on a bed of apples, pears and peaches, while staring fixedly to the central vault of the temple, as a symbol of her assumption to the Kingdom of Heaven. An old peasant lady that covered her head with a shawl delicately touched the silver halfmoon on which the Virgin was placed, to spread it on herself afterwards, in a meaningful gesture, on the left side of her chest, right where the heart is. This act of magic by contagion is repeated practically in all the patron saints' celebrations, in the sanctuaries, and before the relic bodies of men and women that have been beatified or sanctified. As it is known, the purpose of this simple gesture is to protect the body by transmitting to it the power attributed to the image or sacred object. The interesting thing about the gesture of the peasant lady is that she touched the moon, as she considered it part of a unity with the Virgin. With the moon, the third element appears, forming an interesting trinity along with the goddess and the snake.
Different to the sun, that remains always radiant and alike, the moon transforms itself permanently: it is born as a new moon and it slowly grows to become round and full with light, to then decrease little by little, until completely fading for three days, when the sky is left without moon or stars, only to reappear again. This cyclical characteristic makes the moon the symbolic celestial body that represents the rhythms of life. In most cultures the moon always takes us to an organic and cosmic reality that has to do with the future, the reproduction, with the appearance and disappearance of rain, water, vegetation and fertility. The most diverse phenomena are coordinated under its influence: from the tide to the harvest, to woodcutting, to haircutting and the menst rual cycle in women. In sum, what we have here is the confrontation of two complex symbols responding to different logics. On one hand there is a triad formed by a terrestrial goddess, associated with the snake and that performs the main function of fertility; and, on the other hand, there is a triad formed by an Immaculate Virgin, mother of Jesus During the celebration in which the Virgin is placed on her bed of fruits, her body remains located under the arch facing the altar, where a young naked child is represented descending headfirst from the heights. This interesting figure has been a motif in several interpretations that range from the Christ Child descending from Heaven to the Evil Spirit expelled from the Kingdom of God. Gordon Wasson, founder of ethnomycology, proposed that it was Piltzintecuhtli, "The Noble Child", a young pre-Hispanic deity associated with Xochipilli, the Nahua god of flowers and sacred plants, which is the interpretation I find most correct.
The prince of the flowers and the noble child
Let us go through other mythical stories that will allow us to place some characters inside the church of Tonantzintla and to understand better their relationship with the symbolic environment surrounding them. The next myth tells the story of the origin of edible plants:
The gods descended to a cave where a god named Piltzintecuhtli was lying with the goddess named Xochipilli, who gave birth to a god named Centeotl. He got himself underneath the earth and from his hair sprouted cotton, and from one ear a very fine seed […] The deity of the flowers, Xochipilli, is closely related to a variety of gods, including the Sun; Centeotl, the young corn-god; Macuilxochitl, the deity of music, song and dance; Xipe Totec, the deification of spring; Xochiquetzal, the goddess of flowers and love; the child-god Piltzintecuhtli, and of course Tlaloc. Xochipilli is a deity intimately associated with the green of the countryside, the heat, the humidity, the fog and the rain of the region. Alfonso Caso argues that he is the representation of summer, that is to say, of the rainy season during which the fungus sprouts. The fungus-rain association is not just a meteorological cause-effect relationship; essentially, it is a cosmic relationship that allows the approximation between deities, spiritual beings, and humans by means of religious ecstasy. Generally, these spirits of water are represented as very small children called Piltzintli, that means "little boy" and it is also the name of the young god of the tender corn. This type of visionary experience is what, undoubtedly, fed the collective imagination of those who worked for decades on the decoration of the temple of Tonantzintla. Within the interesting syncretism between the Mesoamerican cosmology and Christianity, many specialists on the magic handling of the weather in the region of Popocatepetl and Iztaccihuatl volcanoes, conceive nowadays the descent of the divine force from Heaven as fertilizer rain. Then, a genetic force emerges from within the earth in the form of a sacred fungus that, when ingested as part of a ritual, allows the participants to have a spiritual awakening with a series of visionary revelations that will open them to different kinds of problems, from diseases to the identification of "curses" obstructing the arrival of a good storm. However, there is a four-petal flower carved in Xochipilli's body which Wasson and Schultes did not recognize but which Doris Heyden, a scholar of the Mesoamerican flora and its symbols, mentions in the iconography of Teotihuacan, where the Tlalocan is represented. Heyden said the flower could symbolize the four parts of the world and the center, therefore eternity. This means that it is a basic representation of the Mesoamerican cosmology that does not necessarily correspond to a particular plant. This four-petal flower also stands out in the stucco of the temple of Tonantzintla as part of the ambient to which Piltzintecuhtli-Xochipilli descends from Heaven. Let us see more details about this mythical habitat where Tlalocan and Tamoanchan converge. Different to the lineal conception of the Judeo-Christian culture that understands time in terms of origin (Genesis) and end (Apocalypse), within which human existence happens, the Mesoamerican culture conceives time as a circle in which all ends are new beginnings, a renewal of the previous existence. Under this perspective, the future is not something unknown but rather the reappearance, under new forms, of the past.
Tamoanchan, stated Alfredo Lopez Austin, is a place for creation. The supreme couple, Ometecuhtli and Omecihuatl ("Lord-Two" and "Woman-Two"), sent from Tamoanchan the emotional seed of the child into the mother's womb, and it was in Tamoanchan, at the beginning of time, where the gods placed the corn on the lips of men after having ground it with their own molars. On the other hand, Tlalocan is a place of death; it is a hollow mountain filled with fruits because inside there is an eternal productive season. Only men under the protection of the god of rain enter to it: the fallen due to lightning striking, the drowned, the ulcerous, and anyone who suffered any illness or disease related to water. Tamoanchan and Tlalocan have been mixed for a long time; however, things got more complicated when white people arrived. The Christians saw in the descriptions of the Tlalocan the undying flowers, the richness of the fruits, the delightful watercourses, and concluded that Tlalocan was the Paradise on Earth. They also learned that there was a tree in Tamoanchan where the original sin was performed, and that the guilty were expelled to Earth, therefore concluding that Tamoanchan was also the Paradise on Earth.
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Here we are entering in the symbolism of the temple of Tonantzintla. A temple that has two different visions related to the Virgin Mary in its interior: one alludes the crowning of the Virgin in the Kingdom of Heaven, and the other takes us to the Virgin's condition as the Immaculate Conception, that is to say, like the Virgin that carried in her sacred womb the product of a divine conception.
If we consider that the decoration of the temple took place, according to the study performed by Pedro Rojas, during a second construction stage that went from the end of the 17 th century to the beginning of the 18 th , it is safe to say that there was a spiritual atmosphere where it was possible to express, on the baroque stuccos, not only the Christian message of the Assumption of the Virgin to the Kingdom of Heaven and the mysteries of the Trinity and the Incarnation, but its development in an ambient of vegetable exuberance that evokes the Mesoamerican Tlalocan, as it is constantly mentioned in the work of Francisco de la Maza. This means that the evangelization the Franciscan friars did in Tonanzintla developed later, in the complete territory of New Spain, into a highly complex fusion of two cosmogonies, the Mesoamerican and the Christian, and that despite their big differences they also kept a deep resemblance. The gradual replacement of Tonantzin for the Immaculate Conception is yet another syncretic transit that has happened a thousand different ways in the spiritual world and in the ritual life of the native people and the mestizos in Mexico.
When two religions mix, each one with its own system of beliefs, rites, manners of organization and ethical standards, only three different things can happen: one, both religions are confused into a new religion, producing synthesis; two, both religions overlap maintaining their own identity, producing simple juxtaposition; and three, both religions integrate a new one, even when it is still possible to identify the precedence of each element to its previous religion, producing authentic syncretism.
10 During the primitive times of colonization the second form prevailed: the juxtaposition of Christianity with the rich variety of cults practiced in the native religion. However, syncretism became more important after the consolidation of evangelization and colonization -already happening in the 17 th and 18 th centuries when the decoration of the temple took place. This means Tonantzintla is a Catholic temple in which we can identify elements of the former Mesoamerican religion, related to each other to give the spectator a hint of a different nonChristian symbolism, in a productive dialogue with the Catholic religion.
The game of interpretations aroused by the decoration of the temple in Tonantzintla tends to go in two opposite and altogether misleading directions: on the one hand, there is an exclusive colonial reading that emphasizes the Christian elements and ignores its native manufacture; and on the other hand, there is the conception that Catholic iconography is nothing more than a front cover for its "true" Mesoamerican nature. This is an old problem hermeneutics analyzed by studying the thought and the religious practices in countries like Mexico, where a fertile syncretism existed.
To choose one of these options while avoiding the other implies a false problem, as Serge Gruzinski accurately stated when he analyzed the frescos in Ixmiquilpan: "to attribute one detail to one world or the other would assume to ignore its compound and polysemous characteristic. The obsessive search of the pre-Colonial elements, wrote the scholar, can take us to excessive interpretations that end up impoverishing the work by depriving a whole from its other dimensions. However, he adds, it is not less true that the frescos are full with pre-Hispanic reminiscences that take us to this cosmology: only the waving movement of the huge garland crossing the frieze from one point to the other could signify the rotation movement of the forces of the old universe." 11 Gruzinski is right in his interpretation. Let us go over this waving movement and realize that there is a similar movement in Tonantzintla with the probable same significance: I am talking about the spiral movement that divides in eight slices the cupola of the temple.
Here is the description Antonio Rubial García makes of the cupola and the transept:
The basic dogmas of Christianity and the exaltation of the Virgin Mary, to whom the temple is dedicated, are represented in the cupola and the transept. The first theme addressed is the basic dogma of the Catholic Church: the Holy Trinity. The eight frames that separate the slices of the cupola pull our gaze to a figure in which the angles converge; the dove that symbolizes the Holy Spirit. The bird is surrounded by a multitude of little heads crowned with feathery headband, some with wings, others coming out of flowers, or with blond hair, though mostly brunette. Their geometric distribution in concentric circles over the walls of the cupola shows the order of Paradise; and even though its symbolism is not traditional, these might represent the nine angelic voices: archangels, cherubs, seraphs, thrones, dominations, principalities, guardians, and virtues.
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According to Rubial García the eight frames represent Christ; however, he fails to mention the four faces with golden hair placed above the Holy Spirit: two of them with blue and white feathers on the chest and on the sides of the neck, and the other two with red and yellow feathers. Could it be an exaggeration to state that these four faces evoke the supreme deities of the native pantheon of gods, Ometecuhtli and Omecihuatl ("Lord-Two" and "Woman-Two")? According to friar Bernardino de Sahagún's expression, those who "ruled over" the twelve heavens and the Earth "said that the existence of all things depended on the great lord, and that from his command came the influence and the heat with which children were conceived in the wombs of their mothers", characteristics that relate him to the symbolic theme of the temple.
This "great lord" who Sahagún refers to is Ometeotl, the sacred duality, the supreme divinity, and basic principle of all that exists. He did not intervene in human matters, which Wasson's argument, though silenced by an academy filled with prejudice, does not lack grounds despite how uncomfortable many people might feel with the idea of a religious work being a result of the extension of conscience induced by the consumption of sacred plants. Surely this is the origin, along with the oneiric revelations about the figurative richness of the Mesoamerican pantheon of gods, or where do we think the faces and the bodies of the gods come from? In the region of the volcanoes, that supplied a large amount of psychoactive plants to the cities where public rituals were performed, according to the testimonies of Tezozomoc and friar Diego Durán, people still know the psychoactive fungus with the name Plitzintli, "little children", because that is the form in which they manifest during dreams and ecstatic trances. The place over the nine heavens, where future human life is conceived is, again, Tamoanchan: Tamouan Ichan. With this symbolic precedent as background, I would like to suggest that the cupola of the temple of Tonantzintla does not only represent the nine celestial stratums of Christianity, but also points to Tamoanchan as the place of origin of human beings, and the descending child is associated to this interpretation as Piltzintecuhtli-Centeotl-Xochipilli, precisely like Gordon Wasson proposed.
What does this mean? The "occurrence" of the local farmers that Pedro Rojas so disdainfully overlooked has a background this professor ignored. In The Universe of the Aztecs, Jacques Soustelle wrote that West is, among other things, the side for birth. The West is Cihuatlampa, the side of women, of the goddesses and the divinized women called Cihuateteo. Tamoanchan is also the mythical garden of the West. Soustelle says that one of the etymologies proposed for Tamoanchan is "Country of the Decline" or "Country of the Descent", alluding to the sunset and the birth of men. Now, who descends from the arch of Tonantzintla? It would be interesting and exciting to say it is the child Jesus. Gordon Wasson formulated a hypothesis several years ago in which he unknowingly presented some interesting arguments on the former idea about the fallen child being the crepuscular sun. Wasson argues the figure is Piltzintecuhtli, the Child God of the Nahuas that is simultaneously a name for Centeotl, the god of corn, and of I must mention that in the end both interpretations are talking about the same thing, that is to say, of the same descent of a divine force from the sacred heights of Heaven to incarnate in the life of a child, corn, or a flower. In this sense, one could take a different reading from Pedro Rojas' interpretation, though similar in its form. Then, the line of the mystery of the Incarnation is current, but with a rich polyvalent content.
The faces of Tlalocan
The last matter I would like to mention has to do with the line of the mystery of the Trinity. What Rojas and others after him exposed is in plain view: the Holy Trinity formed by the Holy Spirit in the center and to the sides the God Father and the God Son. However, Pedro Rojas does not allude to the deformed faces that prevail in these vaults of the transept, where you can find, I repeat, the Father and the Son. I believe these are deformed faces due to the illnesses of the "cold" that the mountains and the deities associated with the hills and water, diseases which were described in detail by friar Bernardino de Sahagún and which we may see, carved in stone, in the archeological area of Xochitecatl in Tlaxcala, a former place of the cult of the deities of water and of the care of women's and the Earth's fertility.
Friar Sahagún wrote:
All hills were important, especially those where clouds gathered to produce rain; they imagined those were gods, so they made an image of each… They also imagined that some illnesses, cold weather illnesses, came from the hills or that the hills had the power to cure them; therefore, those who were sick with these illnesses took a vow to make a feast for this or that hill, the closest, or for the one they respected most… The illnesses that made them take such vows were the gout on hands and feet, or in any other part of the body; and also the paralysis of a member of the body or in the entire body; as well as the stiffness in the neck or in other part of the body; the shrinking of a member, or rigid standing. Those who suffered from these illnesses took vows to reproduce the image of these gods: the god of air, the goddess of water, and the god of rain. To the image of the Popocatepetl volcano and the It is noticeable that during the Passion Week in Tonantzintla, farmers take a long walk until they go into the forest of the Popocatepetl to gather branches of trees and to place them inside the church, with birds trapped in suspended cages. In this festivity, the image of the "Divine Jesus" is very important, because people believe it cures illnesses with its miraculous powers when there is oil placed in front of it.
In his study about the plants related to Tlaloc, Bernardo Ortiz de Montellano assumes that the reason why ulcer, swelling, and gout are related to the god of water is because these are illnesses with an excess of liquid in them. 20 Other scholars of traditional medicine place torticollis among the "cold" illnesses sent by Tlaloc, or the hills and mountains, as well as atrophy, hand and feet deformities, deviation of the corner of the mouth, facial paralysis and general deformation in those members, and tremors in the face or lips. In the diagnosis and treatment of these illnesses people used a variety of entheogen plants among which we find teonanacatl or piltzintli; ololiuhqui or Virgin cape; hicuri or peyote; toloa tlapatl or toloache, just to mention some.
Going back to Francisco de la Maza's suggestion about Tonantzintla being Tlaloc's Paradise mixed with the Christian Sanctoral, I believe we can find represented in this temple both the habitat, that is to say the Tlalocan gardens, and their inhabitants, meaning those who died because of the illnesses associated with water, the hills and their deities, and whose spirits were to inhabit the paradise of the god of the rain. In this way, the line of the mystery of the Trinity that is formed by the cupola and the lateral vaults, in its convergence with the Christian Incarnation that goes from the cupola of the Holy Spirit to the Descendant Child, holds simultaneously what we call the mystery of Tlalocan; the sacred place of the god of rain, lightning, and hail in its convergence with the mysteries of Omeyocan and Tamoanchan, the places of origin of all things created and, in particular, of humanity. 
Conclusion
Tonantzintla is a garden which invites the imagination to play. The game can have certain rules and if one desires to apply them all they will reduce the possibilities of its fantasy in exchange for a certain logical order, albeit just as fascinating. However, the imagination will always let go of our hand whenever we enter the temple and it will run like a little girl freely over the golden paths where fruits mature, where the flowers have the smell of colors, and the children are two hundred years old. Angels with fiery wings hear the doves' flight stop on the bell tower to contemplate from their Heaven of stucco the passing of the daily light. Evangelists, the doctors of the church, saints of abominable purity with the suspended word on their lips foresee a sad Virgin posed over a moon. Deformed faces spit colorful spirals; wooden blooded Christs sleep by the clocks' pendulum. When the girl comes back to us with a mysterious smile we know she has been touched by Paradise. With silent steps she approaches to whisper in our ear a fragment of an old Nahua poem that says: "It may happen that no one tells the truth on Earth".
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